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Introduction
Quran 10:90 recalls Pharaoh’s final words before drowning: “I believe that there is no God but Him in whom the Children of Israel believe, and I am of those who submit to God” (translation by Ernst, 2018, p.106). This verse has been the centre of discussion amongst Muslim scholars over the centuries, more so the topic regarding the faith of Pharaoh and its implication.
Quranic exegetists have generally assumed that Pharaoh was doomed to hell (ibid, p.106). Likewise, most Sufis from the earliest period were also in agreement with this assumption with unease (Ormsby, 2004, p.13). However, this understanding shifted amongst some Sufi circles after the analysis of Ibn al-Arabi (d.1240) (Ernst, 2018, p.107). Combining two verses of the Quran, 26:5 and 10:98, Ibn al-Arabi assumes that the declaration of faith, even after having seen the punishment of God whilst being uncertain of death, will be valid resulting in salvation from the punishment of the afterlife (al-Arabi, 2015, p.168). In line with this, Ibn al-Arabi holds the view that one such person who has achieved this salvation is Pharaoh, who had professed his faith before he was certain of his death (ibid). According to Ernst (2018, p.108), this issue is very much rooted in the topic of Quranic hermeneutics.
 In this reaction paper, I will be evaluating Ibn Arabi’s analysis of Pharaoh’s faith considering the Sufi hermeneutical approach.
Analysis
Much like traditional Quranic exegesis, Sufi hermeneutics is rooted in the Quran and the Hadith literature (Taleb, 2022, p.293). A central concept in Sufi hermeneutics is the infinite “scope and depth” of the Quranic meanings based on Q18:109 and Q31:27 (ibid). According to Ibn al-Arabi, this includes divinely inspired esoteric meanings not explicitly mentioned in the Quran, unveiled to select spiritual individuals embedded in the literal words of the Quran (ibid, pp.295-296). The unveiled esoteric meanings are believed to be directly from God as opposed to the exoteric meanings of the Quran which is available to anyone with a proficient understanding of Arabic (ibid, p.296).

It is in the Fusus al-Hikam where Ibn al-Arabi explicitly mentions the faith of Pharaoh (al-Arabi, 2015, (p.168) The Fusus was penned in the later years of Ibn al-Arabi’s life, in the year 1229, emanating from a vision of the Prophet (Qureshi,2021, p.96). It is believed that the Prophet Muhammad had handed Ibn al-Arabi the Fusus, to spread its teaching amongst the people (ibid). For this reason, the Fusus is believed to be divinely inspired. The application of Ibn al-Arabi’s hermeneutical methodology of Islamic texts is very much evident in the Fusus (ibid). 

Nonetheless, the topic of Pharaoh’s faith has attracted many followers and critics to write in favour and against this issue (Ormsby, 2004, p.27-28). For example, Abd al-Razzaq al-Kashani (d.1330) has championed the stance of Ibn al-Arabi (ibid). According to al-Kashani Pharaoh’s declaration simply saved him from “doctrinal defilement” (ibid, p.16) and did not pardon him for his sins, as advocated by Ibn al-Arabi. Consequently, Pharaoh will be subjected to hell in the next life, though his valid declaration of faith has saved him from eternal damnation in hell (ibid). This explanation of al-Kashani appears to be problematic as it is well known within the Islamic traditions that the profession of faith causes all previous sins to be pardoned. The declaration of faith for a new convert goes hand in hand with all previous sins being pardoned.

A critic of Ibn al-Arabi’s view is Ali al-Qari al-Harawi (d.1605), a conservative Sufi jurist, who has dedicated an entire treatise to refuting the faith of Pharaoh (Ernst, 2018, p.108). To silence al-Dawwani (d.1501), an avid defender of Ibn al-Arabi, al-Harawi makes a scholarly observation by citing Ibn al-Arabi’s earlier work, the al-Futuhat al-Makkiyah (ibid, p.112-113). The Futuhat is believed to have been inspired by the mystical being in Mecca, referred to by Ibn al-Arabi as the “Youth” (Qureshi, 2021, p.91). Whilst this encounter with the Youth had occurred in the year 1202, the Futuhat would not be completed until 30 years later in Damascus (ibid, p.95).

For al-Harawi, in the 62nd chapter of the Futuhat, there appears to be a contradiction (Ernst, 2018, pp.112-113). It seems that Ibn al-Arabi explicitly states that Pharaoh is amongst those who had claimed divinity for themselves and therefore eternally doomed to hell (ibid). However, due to a degree of respect for Ibn al-Arabi, Al-Harawi attempts with great difficulty to reconcile the two texts by explaining that in the Fusus Ibn al-Arabi did not change his view regarding Pharaoh, rather was only highlighting the evidence of Pharaoh’s faithlessness to be “less than decisive” (ibid, p.113).

Considering al-Harawi’s analysis to be correct will have major implications. Ibn al-Arabi is considered “the great master” and “the reviver of the religion” (Qureshi, 2021, p.89) by his followers along with being declared the “seal of Muhammadan sainthood” in a vision by the Prophet Hud (ibid, p.91). Consequently, making such a significant contradiction would place Ibn al-Arabi’s credibility into doubt. Furthermore, this would suggest a more fundamental problem. As the Futuhat and the Fusus are believed to be products of divine inspiration, highlighting esoteric meanings of the Quran, a contradiction in the two would put the element of ‘divine inspiration’ into question. Much like al-Harawi, Ormsby (2004, p.8) presents this supposed contradiction found in the Futuhat as a fact, mentioning two reasons for Pharaoh’s damnation; his haughtiness and claim of divinity.

In the 62nd chapter of the Futuhat, Ibn al-Arabi discusses four categories of people who are eternally doomed to hell, never to leave it (al-Arabi, 1999) p.455. The first of these categories is the haughty people who have rejected God's divinity and claimed it for themselves (ibid). 
Pharoah is mentioned in this category by way of example by Ibn al-Arabi, followed by two Quranic verses which quote supposedly blasphemous statements of Pharaoh (ibid). 

At first glance, this passage appears to agree with the analysis of al-Harawi and Ormsby. However, a more focused reading of the passage reveals that the analysis may not be accurate. Ibn al-Arabi states that the first group, they are those who were “arrogant against God like Pharaoh and the likes of him, from those who had claimed divinity for themselves and had negated it from God” (ibid). In other words, Ibn al-Arabi is merely highlighting the actions of Pharaoh during his life and not necessarily commenting on Pharaoh’s outcome in the next life.  If the passage is understood in this manner, there does not appear to be any contradiction between the two works.
Conclusion

The Futuhat and the Fusus are both considered to be products of divine inspiration in line with Sufi hermeneutics. To some degree, the Futuhat is a running esoteric interpretation of the Quran, with major portions of it being based on the structure of the Quran (Taleb, 2022, p.291). The same can also be said about the Fusus (ibid). As such, for there to be any contradiction between the two would put the reliability of ‘divinely inspired esoteric meanings’ into question, not only for the  Futahat and the Fusus but rather the whole Sufi hermeneutical tradition. 
Although a first glance at the Futuhat would lead one to the same conclusion as al-Harawi and Ormsby, a closer examination of Ibn al-Arbi’s wording would suggest otherwise. Hence, reading Ibn Arabi’s works can be a challenging task that requires the reader to be proficient in several Islamic sciences (Qureshi, 2021, p.94). Perhaps it is, for this reason, al-Suyuti (d.1505), a Quran commentator, has suggested that belief in his sainthood should be maintained whilst prohibiting the reading of his books as his terminologies are too complex for everyone to understand without falling into heresy  (Ernst, 2018, p.112). 
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